Endocrine treatment for breast cancers: biological rationale and current progress.
Endocrine therapy is a major treatment modality for the systemic management of breast cancer. In comparison with alternatives such as chemotherapy, hormone manipulations have the advantage of lower toxicity but suffer from the disadvantages of producing responses in only 30-40% of patients with metastatic disease and seldom being curative. Nevertheless in recent years there have been significant advances in the endocrine treatment of breast cancer which have stemmed from a better understanding of the sources from which breast tumours may be supplied with hormones, the mechanism by which hormones regulate tumour proliferation and the more accurate identification of hormone sensitive tumours. As a result agents such as antioestrogens, aromatase inhibitors. LHRH agonists have largely superseded surgical and radiological ablation of endocrine organs. The major reduction in morbidity associated with these medical regimes means that they are much more acceptable to patients and may be used as adjuvants to local treatment of the breast in patients with "earlier" stages of the disease. At the same time patients can now be offered rational treatment selected on the basis of tumour biology rather than on more empirical criteria. The aims of this review are to provide details of the research which has led to this progress in endocrine treatment of breast cancer and to put into perspective the prospects for further advances.